Partnership, service needs and assessing competence in post qualifying education and training by Taylor, Brian J et al.




Partnership, Service Needs and Assessing Competence in Post Qualifying Education and Training

Brian J Taylor PhD, PGCE, RSW
Senior Lecturer in Social Work, University of Ulster, Northern Ireland

Judith C Mullineux BSc, PGCHEP, RSW
Lecturer in Social Work, University of Ulster, Northern Ireland

Geraldine Fleming MSc RSW
Assistant Director - Physical Health and Disability Services, Northern Health and Social Care Trust

Correspondence to:
Dr Brian J Taylor
University of Ulster at Jordanstown







Acknowledgements [to be moved to appropriate place after peer review]
























Education - professional; continuing professional development (CPD); education - graduate; Northern Ireland; professional competence; social work.






This paper reflects on the development of post qualifying education and training for social work in Northern Ireland (NI) from the early 1990s. The United Kingdom (UK) post qualifying education and training framework for social work was introduced in the early 1990s and was the first attempt to give a structure to post-qualifying professional development. That framework provided for a ‘Post Qualifying Award’ designed to be achievable by all social workers, and an ‘Advanced Award’ for specialist studies. That framework has now been superseded by new frameworks in each of the four ‘home countries’ (England, Scotland, Wales and NI) effective from 2007 and it seems timely to reflect on what has been learned. This paper is based on the study of papers on policy, procedures and standards; the authors’ own experiences of key processes; and informal discussion with colleagues.


 A range of government powers are devolved to local administration in NI as they are to Scotland and Wales. However the devolution of powers has been overshadowed by ‘the troubles’ and the need to take account of many years of competing claims of Britain and Ireland to govern the province . Local government arrangements in Northern Ireland were suspended in 1972 as they lost credibility as impartial bodies when the tensions escalated to a level of civil disturbance that hit media headlines (Taylor, 1999). Health and social services have been managed since 1973 by integrated management arrangements. Whilest these arrangements have varied over the years in terms of the size of organisations, their precise functions and geographical responsibilities  they have become progressively more integrated in their management arrangements. Thus (except in relation to child care) most teams comprise various professional disciplines serving a defined client group.  Management posts right down to first line manager level may now be held by the most appropriate professional, regardless of discipline (Taylor, 1998).

 There are many complex factors to address in developing a post qualifying framework. Not all the issues have been resolved! Our thoughts here are shared in spirit of continuing critical debate (Postle, Edwards, Moon, Rumsey & Thomas, 2002) so as to stimulate further progress. The challenge of delivering social work education and training in an increasingly fragmented, complex and changing policy and organisational arena is common across the UK (Postle, Edwards, Moon, Rumsey & Thomas, 2002). The constant fever of organisational change is particularly problematic when engaging employers and the development of work-place learning (Shaw 2001a; Brown & Keen, 2004). In addition the  immense challenge in supporting staff to complete assessed post qualifying studies is well documented (TOPSS England, 2000; Brignall, 2001; Cooper & Rixon, 2001; Shaw 2001b; Stanford-Beale & Macauley, 2001; Brown & Keen, 2004).

Despite the context of conflict and sectarianism, the arrangements for post qualifying education and training in NI are “robustly operational”, to quote the words of the late Professor David Bamford (1996, page 22). Post qualifying awards are now part of a reasonably well-established continuing professional development agenda for qualified social workers (Brown, Keen & Rutter, 2006; Brown, McCloskey, Galpin, Keen & Immins, 2008). The challenge facing social workers – highlighted in every child abuse tragedy or homicide by a person with mental illness – involves complex professional discretion and judgment at the interface between theoretical knowledge, the task and practice skills with vulnerable or challenging individuals (Watson, Burrows & Player, 2002; Graham & Megarry 2005). We echo the sentiments of Doel, Nelson, Flynn (2008) that “post qualifying education is most definitely part of the solution” (page 564) and focus on three main themes that seem to be key: (1) partnership working between employers and universities, (2) assessment of competence, and (3) meeting service needs.

There were approximately 4100 professionally qualified social workers on the register operated by the Northern Ireland Social Care Council (NISCC) in 2006 (DHSSPS, 2006b) and the figure in 2008 is estimated to be about 4600 (Johnston, 2008; NISCC, 2008), serving a population of just over 1.5 1.7 million. Based on figures (courtesy of NIPQETP) approximately 20% of qualified social workers have achieved one or other full post qualifying award (disregarding those who have achieved an award and left the service) in addition to those who have achieved some requirements but not a full award over the fifteen years of operation to 31st March 2008, (178 social workers gained the Advanced Award and 728 gained the Post Qualifying Award). In 2007, there were 273 submissions assessed as competent (towards one or more Requirements of an award) through accredited programmes and 233 submissions assessed as competent through the individual assessment route. In that year 29 candidates achieved the full Advanced Award and 137 candidates achieved the full Post Qualifying Award.

The Policy Context for UK Post Qualifying Education and Training

A post qualifying education and training framework for the UK was approved by the Central Council for Education and Training in Social Work (CCETSW) in 1990, and was the first attempt to give a structure to recognised post-qualifying professional development (Pietroni, 1991; CCETSW, 1992). “The original vision for PQ was all-encompassing and ambitions in its scope … It was a framework which encapsulated advanced academic programmes in the same umbrella as accredited short in-house courses and work-based portfolio routes” (Cutmore & Walton, 1997, page 80). 

There were various misgivings about the proposed arrangements, particularly fears about un-costed elements and, the need to clarify the legal status and liabilities of consortia. There was a recognition that development often depended on “the enthusiasm of individuals or the energy of particular organisations with axes to grind, victories to achieve, or empires to build” (Cutmore & Walton, 1997, page 84). However the overall approach was consonant with the UK government’s subsequent life-long learning strategy (DfES, 2002; Brown & Keen, 2004) in providing a framework to support the development of knowledge and skills throughout the working life of the individual. 

Following a pilot that ran from 1990, Northern Ireland was the first part of the UK to have a partnership. The Northern Ireland Post Qualifying Education and Training Partnership (NIPQETP) was approved (in January 1993) by CCETSW and set up to coordinate and oversee local implementation. The Partnership Management Board comprised senior representatives of all major employers of social workers (including education, criminal justice and voluntary sectors as well as statutory health and social care) and all higher level educational institutions in the province. This Post Qualifying Framework introduced in the early 1990s was the first attempt to set in place a framework to address training needs across the range of client groups and settings. 

Over the fifteen or so years that the Framework was operational various programmes were developed. By the time that this Framework was being phased out in Northern Ireland in 2007, the range of accredited programmes included:
	At Post Qualifying Award level: Consolidation for newly qualified social workers, Practice Teacher Training, Approved Social Worker Training, Health Care Social Work, Child Care Award and a (multi-professional) Community Care Programme
	At Advanced Award level: a number of therapeutic interventions (including family therapy, cognitive therapy, applied social learning theory, advanced counselling and counselling in trauma), health and social services management, research methods and a generic MSc in Advanced Social Work
	Arrangements for individuals to submit portfolios for assessment independently of any accredited programme (see below).
As an example of previous provision, prior to 1990 there were just two post qualifying (PQ) programmes in operation in Northern Ireland – one in child care and one in management.

A range of developments aligned in the early 2000s, Social Work   progressed to become an all-graduate profession (Preston-Shoot, 2004), ‘social worker’ became a protected title (Health and Personal Social Services (NI) Act 2001) and  a regulatory mechanism to govern professional conduct was established These changes form  essential strands  bringing the UK in line with European Union requirements for being recognised as a profession with a qualification that can be transferred across EU member states. As a consequence of this post qualifying education and training had to be modified to take into account  the academic standing of qualifying programmes.

This development in qualifying training coincided with the introduction of devolved administration for various functions to parts of the UK. Regulatory bodies were established separately for each administration. For Northern Ireland the regulatory body is the NISCC. Thus it was the devolved administrations that oversaw the development of new post qualifying arrangements which came into effect in 2007 (GSCC, 2004; Hatton, 2007; Brown, McCloskey, Galpin, Keen & Immins, 2008). The roles of various bodies and their relationship are indicated in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Main bodies in NI post qualifying education and training

Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS)
-	sets priorities, strategy, policy
-	provides funding

Northern Ireland Social Care Council (NISCC)
-	the regulatory body for the Northern Ireland social care workforce
-	an independent public body, established to increase public protection by improving and regulating standards of training and practice for social care workers
-	grants professional post qualifying awards (NISCC, 2006; NISCC, 2008)

Northern Ireland Post Qualifying Education and Training Partnership (NIPQETP)
-	provides a forum for communication amongst employers and educational providers
-	enrols candidates and tracks their achievement
-	accredits and quality assures programmes and their assessment arrangements
-	provides an assessment structure for individual submissions (Independent Assessment Route)
-	makes recommendation to NISCC to confer awards
-	provides development and standardisation opportunities
-	promotes the PQ framework and provides information
-	advises of gaps in provision (DHSSPS, 2006a; NIPQETP, 2007)
-	part of NISCC from April 2009.

Programme Partnerships
-	must involve at least one employer and one academic institution
-	are accredited by NIPQETP and (usually) a university to provide an assessed learning programme
-	make recommendations to NIPQETP on professional awards
-	participate in examination process (usually) for the granting of university degrees.
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Although the timing of the revision of the Post Qualifying Framework was prompted by the changes to qualifying training, the opportunity was taken to consider other emerging issues. A consultation (JM Consulting, 2004) identified various aims such as improving service delivery and developing practice, raising the status and achievement of the profession, improving career structures, and contributing to enabling staff to meet the Post-registration Training and Learning Requirements of NISCC.  Other contextual issues such as recognising that staff are under strong workload pressures were highlighted as  constraints on PQ development. . Some key objectives highlighted   the need for a comprehensive framework that  should align better with career opportunities and with needs of professionals and clients; that  should  offer a continuous range of opportunities for progression academically and  professionally ; that it should encompass a broader range of opportunities than previously with greater flexibility and offer provision to a wider range of staff. . In terms of assessment it was recommended that assessment should be more flexible and less burdensome with more focus on quality and relevance to performance plus ability to reflect  and relate to professional development. It was recommended that the accreditation of programmes be streamlined, and that qualifications and achievement should be linked more explicitly to promotion, grades, appointments and career progression.

The resulting NI Post Qualifying Framework (Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS), 2006a) was designed to provide a continuum for education and training from the point of qualification until the individual reaches the end of their social work career, supporting and accrediting progression within different practice settings , management, training and research. The Framework sets out to: accommodate recognition of both professional and academic achievement; be responsive to the needs of employers; be at postgraduate academic level; and be based on a modular structure that is flexible and can allow for horizontal and vertical progression. The new Framework embodies three Awards, rather than the two under the previous Framework: Specific Award, Specialist Award and the Leadership & Strategic Award. 

The development of post qualifying education and training is currently gaining  impetus by being linked to the re-registration required of social workers in order to practice.  The Personal Social Services Training Strategy 2006-2016  of the DHSSPS sets as a policy that for those on the Social Work part of the NISCC Social Care Register, a “phased introduction of post qualifying achievement will be associated with continuing registration with the NISCC and will be introduced over time” (DHSSPS, 2006b, page 16). The Strategy sets a target that by 2009 “all new social work registrants and re-registrants will be working towards or hold relevant accredited training or qualifications appropriate to their job role and associated with continuing registration” (DHSSPS, 2006b, page 16). This supports a broad approach to supporting continuing professional development throughout the career (Ennis & Baldwin, 2000). 







CCETSW was visionary in requiring the consortia responsible for overseeing local post qualifying arrangements to comprise both employer and academic bodies (CCETSW, 1990 [Paper 31]; CCCETSW, 1992). This was widely regarded as an innovative framework with organisational and administrative arrangements modelled on concepts of partnership and collaboration that had been developed on the qualifying programmes. Some of the factors underpinning this were to engage ownership by all key stakeholders; to share scarce expertise and valuable differing perspectives (Clifford, Burke, Feery & Knox, 2002); to make the most economic use of resources (Skinner & Whyte, 2004); and perhaps a lack of confidence in the relevance and flexibility of some existing university provision. Some questioned whether the “strong emphasis on consultation, collaboration, ownership, and diversity have led to a variegated and somewhat uncoordinated pattern of development with an extremely long ‘lead-in’ time and a failure to come to grips with the very real fact of resistance to operationalising the framework among employing and providing organisations” (Cutmore & Walton, 1997, page 85). 

There were of course some similar issues in NI . Partnership working might promote cross-fertilization of ideas about learning and teaching, build confidence amongst social work educators, and develop positive collaborative attitudes to problem solving. But there are many complex challenges in developing partnership between large institutions. The factors that impeded progress were multi-faceted and complex (Mitchell, 2001). There has been a long struggle for PQ to become established within agency workplace training (Cooper & Rixon, 2001; Doel, Nelson, Flynn 2008). Some university staff were anxious that the outcomes might be too tied to ‘training’ rather than ‘education’. Some employer (social work) training staff were concerned that university staff might still have undue influence in creating learning that was too removed from the reality of practice.There was also concern that line managers (who might be from any health and social care profession) might dilute the curriculum (cf. Bamford, 1996). There were also some challenges in NI that were stronger than elsewhere in the UK, such as the context of violent sectarianism, and those raised by other professions. However, there was a widespread sense that assessed continuing professional development was important for clients and for the profession, and that such a framework was a good basis to build on the collaborative work established within the qualifying programmes. There was a healthy tension that resulted in a desire for real and specific competence achievement, but also a determination not to stifle criticism and creativity. 

Benefits of employment-based social work training at qualifying level were becoming well-accepted, in particular the immediate relevance to practice (Smyth, 1984; Lyons & Manion, 2004; Dunworth, 2007) and hence the creation of a  purposeful and meaningful learning environment (Kolb, 1984; Biggs, 1999; Sharan & Caffarella, 1999). In NI there seemed to be greater enthusiasm for assessed continuing professional development (and partnership arrangements to implement this) than elsewhere in the UK. NIPQETP extended the partnership philosophy by requiring all accredited programmes to be managed by a partnership of at least one employer and at least one educational institution. In practice many programmes have been regional initiatives involving all major employers and a university. One programme – the MSc in Advanced Social Work - is a programme that has been jointly accredited and provided by both Queen’s University Belfast and the University of Ulster together with major employers. The voluntary sector has a collaborative arrangement so that one individual may represent all voluntary organisations in the management of a programme, and there are mechanisms for coordination of recruitment and other communication processes in the voluntary sector.

In the early days of developing partnership, various perspectives from the university side could be identified: those genuinely seeking partnership; those utterly opposed as an affront to university autonomy, and those who understood need for placements but wished for university control of everything. On the agency side, similarly there were various perspectives: those genuinely seeking partnership as a chance to make the curriculum more relevant, those who were ambivalent or hostile (either managers who were social workers who saw no relevance of university study for the realities of the job, or managers from other professions who recognised more clearly the tangible contribution of allied health professions), and those who expressed a desire to be involved but were not prepared to commit resources (cf. Bamford, 1996).

It was important to seek joint ‘ownership’ of the total learning experience by both employers and academic bodies, encompassing both the practice component and the classroom based learning. There had to be a willingness to cede some autonomy. It was recognised in this process that the membership of the Management Boards of programmes was crucial, and that it was important that some operational managers were engaged in the process as well as training managers. Leadership by senior managers in the universities was essential so that the complexities of working with employers to ensure relevance to practice was accepted and dovetailed with rigour in terms of educational requirements. What has been required is a genuine sense of joint ownership that strengthens and encourages all members.

Creating such partnership arrangements has taken years of persistent and detailed work amongst senior staff in such areas as creating a shared vision of the goals of post qualifying provision based on shared values, and the development of understanding, trust and cooperation between organisations. It was important that plans were negotiated, and decisions made jointly, with recognition that all parties can and should contribute appropriate skills and resources. In working towards formalised frameworks of working relationships (such as Memoranda of Understanding and joint Course Accreditation processes) it was important that organisations developed confidence that the other parties could and would deliver.

Structures, systems and culture in statutory employers, voluntary employers and universities have marked differences (Handy, 1999). Understanding the communication processes and protocols in other organisations takes time, and there are often erroneous assumptions based on working in a rather different organisation. The status of those expected to participate in each tier of the programme (such as management board, the assessment board, the group that plans the teaching and those that teach and tutor students) needs to be established and also adapted to different organisational arrangements. For example large statutory employers have rather more grades of staff to allocate to different tiers than universities or voluntary sector bodies. At a practical level there was the challenge in engaging line managers and professional supervisors as mentors and assessors in continuing professional development, a role that has become recognised increasingly in subsequent years (Turner, 2000; Cooper & Rixon, 2001). 





The “concentration on assessment of learning outcomes” as a principal component rather than on the content or pattern of training in the CCETSW Post Qualifying Framework (CCETSW, 1992, para 1.7 (iii) p 10) set the scene for subsequent development of assessment arrangements. This was in harmony with the later development of the Global Standards for Social Work Education and Training (IASSW & IFSW, 2004; Sewpaul & Jones, 2004) which require “specification of programme objectives and expected educational outcomes” (Standard 2.1), and “an indication of how the programme reflects the core knowledge, processes, values and skills of the social work profession” (Standard 2.4). Specifying learning outcomes sufficiently generically to cover a range of practice contexts across service user groups and settings including practice in field, hospital, day support and residential settings and management, training and research facilitated the process.

There was a shift towards outcomes-based assessment in social work paralleling that in other fields of professional education (Ford, 1996; Lyons, 1999]. The key focus of assessment is now on competence in practice (Croton, 2000), supported by reflection to demonstrate understanding of the context, knowledge base and rationale for decisions and interventions (Saltiel, 2003). However it was still necessary to recognise the need for a learning process and support for that in order to achieve the valued knowledge and skill outcomes.

Relevance to practice is clearly essential for a professional discipline. In the harsh climate of ever-increasing demands on services, higher quality standards, restricted public expenditure and organisational change a key issue in overcoming scepticism amongst managers has been to strengthen the connection between the post qualifying framework and the assessment of competence in practice (Ennis & Brodie, 1999). 

An important issue has been the integration of professional and academic assessment. A process of double-marking all submissions was incorporated in to the assessment system The pairing of an agency trainer (an Assistant Principal Social Worker (Training) or Senior Social Worker (Training)) and an academic was seen to provide a balanced approach to assessment. Both markers nonetheless are qualified social workers, and both are involved in the decisions on professional competence and academic mark awarded.

There are tensions in balancing the assessment of competence versus demonstrating broader transferable knowledge ((Yelloly, 1995). There is a need to construct assessment methods that encourage reflective and critical learning as well as enabling students to demonstrate knowledge and skills (Crisp & Lister, 2002). Tensions can arise between assessing only against a threshold of practice competence (criterion-referenced assessment), and assessing for an academic mark, for which some consideration of a normal distribution of marks generally comes into play (Aviles, 2001). However in practice, with the support of standardisation events, the university and agency markers are now generally reaching similar recommendations on candidates as university markers would amongst themselves.

The value of specifying learning outcomes was that it opened the way to providing a variety of routes to achievement to suit different learners (Taylor, 1998). A ‘portfolio route’ was developed to provide flexibility for candidates (Graham & Megarry, 2005) so they could avail of support from their agency either through a structured group support programme or individual support from line managers or trainers. Discussion of the use of portfolios is omitted as it is well rehearsed elsewhere (Taylor, Thomas & Sage, 1999; Maisch, 2007) particularly as assessment tools to develop critical and reflective thinking (Kolb, 1984; Taylor, Thomas & Sage, 1999; Fisher & Somerton, 2000; Cartney, 2000; Coleman, Rogers & King, 2002; Saltiel, 2003; Kroll, 2004) alongside verifiable evidence of competence. 





CCETSW (1992) embraced the educational philosophy of the time in such aspects as specifying identifiable learning outcomes and attending to adult learning processes (Taylor, 1998) and applied it in the Social Work context by focusing the 1990s Framework on specifying learning outcomes across client groups and settings rather than the length or content of training. BT ADD REFS FROM 1998 article – at BTU). This approach fitted neatly with the aspirations of social workers who were frustrated if learning opportunities were too divorced from the realities of practice (Doel, Nelson, Flynn 2008). 

As examples, in the Post Qualifying Award one Requirement was to “work effectively in situations where they carry responsibility for those at serious risk, for example in the areas of child or adult abuse” (CCETSW, 1992, para 3.6 (i) page 15). At Advanced Award level, an example of a Requirement was to: “provide clear leadership in their chosen field based on their extensive knowledge, high level of interpersonal skills, explicit values, and acknowledgement of the responsibilities within their role” (CCETSW, 1992, para 4.4.3 (xii) page 18). Core requirements in the areas of professional ethics and reflective practice emerged subsequently, to be evidenced within each submission of work for assessment.

Although all employers provide short courses of (typically) one to three days duration as part of their In Service Training (IST) provision, it was not until the framework was introduced in the early 1990s that this was connected with assessment and recognised post qualifying achievement. As this framework was implemented a number of programmes were created by accrediting the longer employer-based in-service training courses (typically of at least five days, and where employers recognised that more substantial training was required) by working on regional agreements over standards and content, combining delivery arrangements across all major employers and involving a university as a partner in joint quality assurance and assessment arrangements. 

Thus no programmes were created unless they were endorsed by employers and agreed as meeting priority needs of the service for practitioners, managers or trainers and as being fundable and supportable with full employer endorsement and commitment. In that sense all programmes contribute to meeting service needs. One does need to consider, as discussed above, what may be lost with such strong employer-led training. On balance, however, partnership working with respect between the partners does provide the opportunity for differing views to be aired, and agreement reached for the benefit of the profession and clients.





The UK post qualifying framework for education and training in social work established a sound foundation for the development of a range of programmes during the period 1992 to 2007. The strands of partnership working, focusing on assessment of practice competence as the outcome of learning, and meeting service needs have proved key to subsequent development. The challenges need to be recognised, but are not insurmountable with trust and commitment between employers and universities, managers, trainers and academics.

Persistent negotiation has been required to establish effective partnerships between major stakeholders. This has been time consuming but essential so that the various components – such as arrangements for accreditation, teaching and assessment - could be developed in a way that was acceptable to employers, the profession and academic bodies. The flexibility required to accredit employer-based programmes has been a challenge to universities, as have the rigours of specifying learning outcomes and academic assessment to some employers. The detailed work on specifying professional competence (supported by transferable knowledge and reflective practice) independent of course content or length has been an essential underpinning to enable all parties to be as clear as possible on standards for assessment at post qualifying level.








Aviles, C.B. (2001) ‘Grading with norm-referenced or criterion-referenced measurements: to curve or not to curve, that is the question’, Social Work Education, vol. 20 no. 5, pp. 603-608.
Bamford, D.R. (1996) ‘Partnership in social work education: a Northern Irish experience’, International Journal of Educational Management, vol. 10 no. e, pp.21-29.   
Biggs, J. (1999) Teaching for Quality Learning at University, SRHE & Open University Press, Buckingham.
Brignall, P. (2001) ‘Comparative evaluation of the factors influencing the success of candidates in achieving PQ1 in respect of a variety of routes’. In What Works in Post-qualifying Education for Social Workers? CCETSW, London.
Brown, K. & Keen, S. (2004) ‘Post-qualifying awards in social work (part 1): necessary evil or panacea?’ Social Work Education, vol. 23 no. 1, pp. 77-92.
Brown, K., Keens, S. & Rutter, L. (2006) Partnerships, CPD and APL: Supporting Workforce Development Across the Social Care Sector, Learn to Care, Birmingham.
Brown, K., McCloskey, C., Galpin, D., Keen, S. & Immins, T. (2008) ‘Evaluating the impact of post-qualifying social work education’, Social Work Education, vol. 27, no. 8, pp. 853-867.
Cartney, P. (2000) ‘Adult learning styles; implications for practice teaching in social work’, Social Work Education, vol. 19 no. 6, pp. 609-626.
CCETSW (1992) Paper 31: The Requirements for Post Qualifying Education and Training in the Personal Social Services:  A Framework for Continuing Professional Development, Central Council for Education and Training in Social Work, London (first published 1990).
CCETSW (1997) Assuring Quality: for Post Qualifying Education and Training – 1 Requirements for the Post Qualifying and Advanced Awards in Social Work, Central Council for Education and Training in Social Work, London.
Clifford, D. Burke, B. Feery, D. & Knox, C. (2002) ‘Combining key elements in training and research: Developing social work assessment theory and practice in partnership’, Social Work Education, vol. 21, no. 1, pp. 105-116.
Coleman, H., Rogers, G. & King, J. (2002) ‘Using portfolios to stimulate critical thinking in social work education’, Social Work Education, vol. 21, no. 5, pp. 583-595.
Cooper, B. & Rixon, A. (2001) ‘Integrating post-qualification study into the workplace: the candidates’ experience’, Social Work Education, vol. 20, no. 6, pp. 701-716.
Crisp, B.R. & Lister, P.G. (2002) ‘Assessment methods in social work education; a review of the literature’, Social Work Education, vol. 21, no. 2, 259-269.
Croton, J. (2000) ‘The assessment of professional competence’.  In R. Pierce & J. Weinsten (eds) Innovative Education and Training for Care Professionals: A providers’ guide, Jessica Kingsley, London.
Cutmore, J. & Walton, R. (1997) ‘An evaluation of the postqualifying framework’, Social Work Education, vol. 16 no. 3, pp. 74-95.
Department of Health (2006) Options for Excellence: Building the Social Care Workforce of the Future, Department of Health, London.
Department of Health, Social Services And Public Safety (2001) Best Practice – Best Care: A Framework for Setting Standards, Delivering Services and Improving Monitoring and Regulation in the HPSS: A Consultation Paper, DHSSPS, Belfast.
DHSSPS (Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety) (2004) A Strategy for Professional Development in Social Work: Report on a Review of the Framework for Post-Qualifying Social Work Education in Northern Ireland, DHSSPS, Belfast.
Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety (2006a) Northern Ireland Post Qualifying Education and Training Framework in Social Work, DHSSPS, Belfast.
Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety (2006b) Personal Social Services Development and Training 2006-2016, DHSSPS, Belfast.
DfES (Department for Education and Skills) (2002) What are NVQs? Available at: http://www.dfes.gov.uk/nvq/what.shtml.
Doel, M., Nelson, P. & Flynn, E. (2008) ‘Experiences of post-qualifying study in social work’, Social Work Education, vol. 27, no. 5, pp. 549-571.
Dunworth, M. (2007) ‘Growing your own: the practice outcomes of employment-based social work training.  An evaluation case study of one agency’s experience’, Social Work Education, vol. 26, no. 2, pp. 151-168.
Ennis, E. & Baldwin, N. (2000) ‘Lifelong learning for care professionals’ in Innovative Education and Training for Social Care Professionals, eds. R. Pierce, & J. Weinstein, Jessica Kingsley, London.
Ennis, E. & Brodie, I. (1999) ‘Continuing professional development in social work; the Scottish context’, Social Work Education, vol. 18, no. 1, pp. 7-18.
Fisher, T. & Somerton, J. (2000) ‘Reflection on action: the process of helping social work students to develop their use of theory in practice’, Social Work Education vol. 19, no. 4, pp. 387-401. 
Ford, P. (1996) ‘Competences: their use and misuse’.  In. P. Ford & P. Hayes (eds) Education for Social Work: Arguments for Optimism, Avebury, Aldershot. 
Graham, G & Megarry B (2005) ‘The social care work portfolio: An aid to integrated learning and reflection in social care training’, Social Work Education, vol. 24, no. 7, pp. 769-780.
GSCC (General Social Care Council) (2004) Revised Post-Qualifying Framework for Social Work Education and Training, GSCC, London.
Handy, C. (1999) Understanding Organisations, The Penguin Press, Allen Lane, London.
Hatton, A. (2007) ‘Why employers should engage with the revised PQ Framework’.  In  W Tovey (Ed), The Post-Qualifying Handbook for Social Workers, Jessica Kingsley Publishers, London.
Health and Personal Social Services (NI) Act 2001 (Chapter 8) Part 1 Article 8
Heery, G. & Bogues, S. (1999) Post qualifying initiative.  Management support in post-qualifying framework: Myth or reality? Child Care NI/Voluntary Organisations Forum.
Higham, P.E. (1999) ‘Vocational qualifications: an opportunity for professional social work education’, Social Work Education, vol. 18, no. 1, pp. 35-47.
IASSW & IFSW (2004) Global Qualifying Standards for Social Work Education and Training, International Association of Schools of Social Work and International Federation for Social Work, Adelaide, Australia www.aboutsweep.org/GlobalStandards-Final.pdf (​http:​/​​/​www.aboutsweep.org​/​GlobalStandards-Final.pdf" \o "http:​/​​/​www.aboutsweep.org​/​GlobalStandards-Final.pdf" \t "_parent​)
JM Consulting (2004) A Strategy for Professional Development in Social Work – Report on a Review of the Framework for Post-Qualifying Social Work Education in Northern Ireland commissioned by the Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety for Northern Ireland, JM Consulting Ltd, Bristol.
Johnston, B. (2008) Speech by the Chief Executive, Northern Ireland Social Care Council, at the Annual Post Qualifying Awards Ceremony, 17 June 2008, Ballymena, Northern Ireland.
Kolb, D. A. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and development, Prentice-Hall, New Jersey.
Kroll, B. (2004) ‘The challenge of post qualifying child care award teaching: reflexivity and the role of books and biscuits’, Social Work Education, vol. 23, no. 6, pp. 653-666.
Lyons, K. (1999) Social Work in Higher Education: Demise or Development? Ashgate, Aldershot.
Maisch, M. (2007) ‘The Use of Portfolios in Social Work Education’, in he Post -Qualifying Handbook For Social Workers, ed. W. Tovey, Jessica Kingsley, London.
McGrath, S. & Patel, K. (1998) ‘Developing in-house post qualifying awards in social work’, Issues in Social Work Education, vol. 18, no. 2, pp. 82-88.
Mitchell, C. (2001) ‘Partnership for continuing professional development: the impact of the Post Qualifying Award for Social Workers (PQSW) on social work practice’, Social Work Education, vol. 20, no. 4, pp. 434-445.
NIPQETP (2007) Partnership Handbook, Northern Ireland Post Qualifying Education and Training Partnership, Belfast.
NISCC (2006) Rules for Approval of Post Qualifying Education and Training in Northern Ireland, Northern Ireland Social Care Council, Belfast.
NISCC (2008a) Northern Ireland Social Care Council – Introduction http://www.niscc.info/ (​http:​/​​/​www.niscc.info​/​​) (accessed 26 June 2008).
NISCC (2008b) NISCC News, Northern Ireland Social Care Council, Belfast.
Pierce, R. & Weinsten, J. (2000) ‘The changing context of professional education’.  In R. Pierce & J. Weinstein (eds) Innovation Education and Training for Care Professionals, Jessica Kingsley, London, pp. 7-23. 
Pietroni, M. (Ed.) (1991) Right or Privilege?  Post Qualifying Training with Special References to Child Care, CCETSW, London.
Postle, K., Edwards, C., Moon, R., Rumsey, H. & Thomas, T. (2002) ‘Continuing professional development after qualification: partnerships, pitfalls and potential’, Social Work Education, vol. 21, no.2, pp.157-169.
Preston-Shoot, M. (2004) ‘Responding by degrees: surveying the education and practice landscape’, Social Work Education, vol. 23, no. 6, 667-692.
Saltiel, D. (2003) ‘Teaching reflective research and practice on a Post Qualifying Child Care Programme’, Social Work Education, vol. 22, no. 1, pp. 105-111.
Sewpaul, V. & Jones, D. (2004) ‘Global standards for social work education and training’, Social Work Education, vol. 22 no. 5, pp. 493-513.
Shaw, A. (2001) ‘Introduction’, in CCETSW: What Works in Post-qualifying Education for Social Workers? CCCETSW, London.
Shaw, A. (2001b) Analysis of PQC Data from AQARs, 2000-2001, CCETSW, London.
Simmons, L. (2007) Social Care Governance Workbook, DHSSPS, Belfast and SCIE for Clinical and Social Care Governance Support Team, London.
Skinner, K. & Whyte, B. (2004) ‘Going beyond training: theory and practice in managing learning’, Social Work Education, vol.23, no. 4, pp. 365-381.
Smyth, D.D. (1984) ‘Training for the task’, Horizon, vol. 14 (April) Social Care Association.
Stanford-Beale, G. & Maculey, E. (2001) ‘Evaluation or correlation between types and levels of support to PQ1 candidates and success rate’.  In What Works in Post-qualifying Education for Social Workers? CCETSW, London.
Taylor, B.J. (1998) ‘Service needs and individual qualifications - training social workers for the community care policy initiative and post-qualifying credits’, Social Work Education, vol. 17, no. 1, pp. 77-93.
Taylor, B.J. (1999) ‘Developing partnership between professions in implementing new children’s legislation in Northern Ireland’, Journal of Inter-Professional Care, vol. 13, no. 3, pp. 249-259.
Taylor, C. (1999) ‘Experiences of a pilot project for the Post Qualifying Award in Social Work’, Social Work Education, vol. 18, no. 1, pp. 71-82.
Taylor, I., Thomas, J. & Sage, H. (1999) ‘Portfolios for learning and assessment: laying the foundations for continuing professional development’, Social Work Education, vol. 18, no. 2, pp. 147-160.
Training Organisation for the Personal Social Services (April 2000) Modernising the Social Care Workforce – The First National Training Strategy for England, TOPSS England, Leeds, pp. 58-59.
Turner, B. (2000) ‘Supervision and mentoring in child and family social work: the role of the first-line manager in the implementation of the post-qualifying framework’, Social Work Education, vol. 19, no. 3, pp. 231-240.










Figure 1: Main bodies in NI post qualifying education and training


Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS)




Northern Ireland Social Care Council (NISCC)
the regulatory body for the Northern Ireland social care workforce
an independent public body, established to increase public protection by improving and regulating standards of training and practice for social care workers
grants professional post qualifying awards (NISCC, 2006; NISCC, 2008)


Northern Ireland Post Qualifying Education and Training Partnership (NIPQETP)
provides a forum for communication amongst employers and educational providers
enrols candidates and tracks their achievement
accredits and quality assures programmes and their assessment arrangements
provides an assessment structure for individual submissions (Independent Assessment Route)
makes recommendation to NISCC to confer awards
provides development and standardisation opportunities
promotes the PQ framework and provides information
advises of gaps in provision (DHSSPS, 2006a; NIPQETP, 2007)




must involve at least one employer and one academic institution
are accredited by NIPQETP and (usually) a university to provide an assessed learning programme
make recommendations to NIPQETP on professional awards
participate in examination process (usually) for the granting of university degrees.
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